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There’s a Pattern Here: The Case to Integrate Environmental
Security into Homeland Security Strategy
James D. Ramsay and Terrence M. O’Sullivan

ABSTRACT
The time is long overdue to acknowledge
that global climate and resource stresses,
encompassed by the concept of
environmental security (ES), are an
increasingly important part of “homeland”
security (HS) study and practice, by even the
most restricted definitions of HS.
Environmental security issues will affect
global economic and political stability, US
national interests, and the risk of war and
terrorism. Just as homeland security
encompasses many complex issues and
interconnected subfields, environmental
security (ES) is interdisciplinary by nature.
In essence, ES is an emergent discipline
borrowing from a combination of
environmental studies – which decades ago
integrated environmental science with
public policy – and the broader observations
of how environmental change, extreme
weather events and resource scarcity issues
impact domestic and international security.
In a two-part argument, we first observe the
growing environmental and resourcerelated security threats at every level of
analysis, from global to individual levels as
consequences of warming-induced climate
alterations. Next, given the significant
impacts on local, regional, and international
geopolitical stability, we discuss why
environmental security threats must be
incorporated into both homeland and
national security strategic planning.
Developing a theory of environmental
security seems central to a more complete
understanding of homeland security and a
more modern concept of national security.

“Make no mistake: without concerted action, the
very future of our planet is in peril. …”
“Lack of action on climate change threatens to
make the world our children inherit a completely
different world than we are living in today…”

“Climate change is one of the single biggest
challenges facing development. …Unless we take
action on climate change, future generations will
be roasted, toasted, fried and grilled.” 1

INTRODUCTION
In July 2012, amidst the hottest year
recorded up to then in the continental United
States, with an extended, record-breaking
heat wave across the country, the
Southwestern United States at risk of
becoming a new drought-ridden “Dust
Bowl”, 2 historic wildfires raging in Colorado, 3
and in the aftermath of a destructive multistate “derecho” storm, 4 Department of
Homeland Security (DHS) Secretary Janet
Napolitano made a link between the severe
weather events and climate change. “You
have to look at climate change over a period
of years, not just one summer,” Napolitano
said. “You could always have one abnormal
summer. But when you see one after another
after another then you can see, yeah, there’s a
pattern here.”5 Four months later,
“Superstorm” Sandy – one of the most
expensive natural disasters in US history –
devastated the Northeast seaboard.
The DHS secretary’s observation was
certainly warranted at a scientific level.
Climate scientists many years ago reached a
scientific consensus that anthropogenic
global warming and climate change, largely
caused by human greenhouse gas emissions,
is occurring. 6 Global warming is the build-up
of heat trapped in the atmosphere, land, and
(90 percent or more) oceans as the direct
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result of a magnified greenhouse effect that
traps more solar energy than normal. 7
Climate change is the often disruptive and
regionally variable result of that build-up of
heat. Global warming contributes to changes
in extreme weather events and long-range
precipitation, heat and cold variations, ocean
level rise and growing carbon-related ocean
acidity, melting of massive polar ice
reservoirs and frozen permafrost, and a host
of other effects. 8 But because of wellestablished scientific cause and effect, both
are at once dependent and independent
variables, critical and inseparable in analysis
of the environmental, national, and
homeland security implications discussed
below.
Scientists have for decades been
predicting extreme weather events as well as
changes in regional and global climate would
increase in response to human-caused (i.e.,
anthropogenic) warming, and begun to
directly tie some specific recent extreme
weather events to climate change. 9 After
generations of denial by the fossil fuel
industry, even the CEO of Exxon Mobil, Rex
Tillerson, acknowledged in the summer of
2012 that human-caused climate change is
happening. Sadly in these same guarded
remarks Tillerson suggested that responding
to climate change would not require changes
in current policy or consumption patterns.
Tillerson characterized global warming as a
solvable “engineering problem,” and insisted
that, whatever problems arise from resulting
climate change, “…we’ll adapt to that.” 10
What was notable about Janet Napolitano’s
comments was her public (if oblique)
recognition that DHS, as the primary
manifestation of federal homeland security
efforts, was concerned about the long-term
environmental security consequences of
climate change and the disasters that could
result from it. 11
And yet, but for the fractured American
politics of climate change, Napolitano’s
observation should have long ago been
obvious in the national public policy debate.
Nonetheless, the scientific and the
institutional affirmation of this growing
security problem has been accelerating. As
far back as the 1950s, thanks to extensive
scientific research on carbon dioxide
(including groundbreaking civilian studies12
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as well as military research) the basic facts
about human carbon dioxide (CO2) were
already established. Even the Pentagon knew
that atmospheric CO 2 and water vapor
blocked heat, and thus could act as
greenhouse gases, after extensive studies on
the effectiveness of heat-seeking missiles. 13
This research on those and other heat
trapping “greenhouse gases” was confirmed
by additional research and beyond a
reasonable doubt over the subsequent
generations. And analysis of the composition
of Earth’s principal greenhouse gas – carbon
dioxide – the carbon fingerprint, as such, has
clearly shown that the majority of
atmospheric CO2 is comprised of particular
isotopes derived from the human burning of
fossil fuels, and not from natural sources. 14
Given the scope of its implications and the
international nature of its drivers, climate
change is among the most important issues of
our era. 15 There is an overwhelming scientific
consensus among experts on the basic causes
and realities of climate change and global
warming; although, in political rhetoric
mostly confined to the United States, there
remains a modicum of dissent 16 –enough to
paralyze most significant policy measures
aimed at greenhouse gas emissions
reduction.
Although there are still some uncertainties
(decreasing every year) about exactly what,
where located, and how severe the
consequences will be, current patterns of
climate change are sobering. The basic facts
of climate change have long ago been put to
rest in the scientific and political debate in
most of the developed world, despite the
political failure in America to ratify
international climate response treaties. 17 For
example, a 2009 survey of over 3,000 earth
scientists asked the question “Do you think
human activity is a significant contributing
factor in changing mean global
temperatures?” Although 82 percent of those
surveyed answered affirmatively, significantly
97.5 percent of climatologists who actively
publish research on climate change
responded affirmatively. As the study authors
noted, “...the debate on the authenticity of
global warming and the role played by human
activity is largely nonexistent among those
who understand the nuances and scientific
basis of long-term climate processes.” 18
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This paper is organized in two parts. In
Part I we develop the case for greenhouse
gas-induced global warming and resultant
climate change and its ties to homeland (and
national) security, economic security, and
human/public health security. Note this part
will not include a thorough review of the
science of climate change, for that has been
well documented. Rather, Part I outlines
recent studies among the most important
American and international science, policy,
and security institutions in order to begin to
better establish the many and deep ties
between climate change and security. These
demonstrate the ominous existing – and
potentially calamitous future – results of
anthropogenic climate change. Part II
specifically develops the concept and scope of
the emergent discipline we call
“environmental security,” (ES). Here we
make the case that climate change is
inextricably linked to both public health and
economic wellbeing, and therefore is a bona
fide homeland security concern worthy of
integration into HS strategic planning
processes and mission statements.
Ultimately, adequate assessment of both
domestic and international security risks,
including proper development of mitigation
strategies, cannot be done without
incorporating the consequences of global
climate change or resulting conflicts that
arise from resource scarcity. That is, from a
strategic planning perspective, a
comprehensive view of national or homeland
security cannot be constructed without
incorporating the precepts and drivers and
mitigating factors of environmental security.

THE CASE FOR ANTHROPOGENIC
CLIMATE CHANGE AS A
SECURITY ISSUE
Why has environmental security become part
of the national security and homeland
security agendas of all nations, including the
United States? Until recent decades exact
attribution of either climate change to human
activities, or attribution of climate change to
security challenges facing the United States
has not always been easy or clear. The almost
linear relationship between fossil fuel
emissions and global warming, 19 despite past
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difficulty in attributing causation, is now well
established as a scientific consensus, as noted
above. Anthropogenic climate change has
been a politically charged issue nonetheless,
primarily in the United States.
Prior to the 1990s, numerous US
government reports and efforts documented
the science of climate change and reflected
the growing consensus. 20 After 2001,
however, although US government reports
explicitly tied other non-traditional threats to
national security, federal mention of climate
change was often minimized and even
impeded until recent years. 21
Interestingly, one example of a nontraditional threat has been the realm of
public health, exemplified in the National
Security Strategy (NSS) of 2006, which
clearly ties naturally occurring infectious
disease outbreaks to national security. 22
Written during the Bush administration, the
2006 NSS emphasized the importance of
addressing public health and pandemics such
as HIV/AIDS and influenza as well as other
natural disasters in a national security
context. Among the other “challenges of
globalization” the 2006 NSS addressed was
“environmental destruction, whether caused
by human behavior or cataclysmic megadisasters such as floods, hurricanes,
earthquakes, or tsunamis.” 23 This marked a
significant enlargement in the scope of
national security concerns, though despite
discussion in the NSS of weather disasters
such as 2005 Hurricanes Katrina and Rita,
prominently left out of the 2006 NSS report
was any mention of either the existence or
the impact on security from threats arising
out of global warming/climate change. Hence
at the federal level, for a time, the tie between
climate change and security, including the
growing scientific linkages between extreme
weather events and rising sea levels (and
their causes) to US national security was
downplayed or largely ignored. 24
Tying climate change to security requires
at least two components to be causally
related. First, human activities need to be
tied to greenhouse gas production that in
turn exacerbates the greenhouse effect and
thereby warms the earth (and, as noted, this
is now a given, as a scientific consensus),
which subsequently causes a variety of
ecological and social impacts. Second, that a

HOMELAND SECURITY AFFAIRS, VOLUME 9, ARTICLE 6 (MAY 2013) WWW.HSAJ.ORG

RAMSAY & O’SULLIVAN, ENVIRONMENTAL SECURITY

warming earth in turn causes security
challenges vis-à-vis destruction of life,
property, and the environment, and
subsequent destabilization of human
political, social, and economic systems. 25

IT’S EVEN WORSE THAN WE THOUGHT:
RELATING HUMAN ACTIVITY TO
GREENHOUSE GASES TO SECURITY
Since the early industrial age, increasing
greenhouse gas concentrations (GHC) have
been correlated to a rise in the Earth’s
average surface temperature. Given that most
carbon dioxide released into nature from
human activities comes from combusting
fossil fuels, and that fossil fuels are the
primary impetus for all modern economies,
it’s logical to conclude as consumption,
production, manufacturing, and lifestyles
have modernized, those activities are indeed
driving climate change.
Population and development directly
predict carbon emissions. Currently, ten
nations contribute 80 percent of the total
carbon emissions on earth and among these
are the United States, China and Russia –
trends expected to massively increase by
2030 given commonly projected increases in
Earth’s population. 26 As Earth’s population
has grown exponentially and as less
developed nations modernize each year more
completely, the rate of fossil fuel
consumption worldwide has been
increasing. 27 For instance, recent evidence
suggests that climate models have been too
conservative in their published projections
regarding the severity of both global warming
and the coming changes in climate and
weather. This is evident given faster than
predicted changes in sea level and glacial ice
melting in Greenland and the Arctic. 28
Such published results about changes in
Earth’s climate have motivated even some of
the few remaining climate expert skeptics to
investigate their veracity. Such was the case
with Berkeley researcher Richard Muller,
who conducted a large-scale global warming
assessment project headed by himself and
funded in part by high profile climate change
denying billionaires, the Koch brothers.
Muller’s study concluded that previous
climate models and calculations were largely
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correct in establishing that overall global
average temperatures had risen almost 1
degree centigrade since the 1800s. 29
In addition to observed changes in the
environment, social impacts of climate
change have been increasingly monitored as
well. Recent estimates are that global
warming/climate change is responsible for
400,000 deaths per year and over $1.2
trillion in damage – equivalent to 1.6 percent
of global GDP. Although estimates vary, both
resultant fatalities and economic damage are
expected to increase over the next twenty to
forty years. 30
Separately, air pollution from combusting
fossil fuels is estimated to cause 4.5 million
deaths per year. 31 These connections have
caused the topic, writ large, to be highly
politicized and controversial. Controversy
over the social causes and consequences of
global environmental change aside, it is
increasingly clear to the scientific and
military communities that there are deep
security concerns as well.

THE SCIENTIFIC COMMUNITY SUGGESTS
TIES TO SECURITY
In 2012 and 2013 a number of US-based
climate change reports highlighted both the
scope and criticality of climate change. First,
in late 2012, two important studies were
published involving dozens of climate and
security experts. Each study highlighted
many of the same critical points about the
growing social and security crisis attributable
to climate change and related drivers. The
first study was the Harvard University report
entitled Climate Extremes: Recent Trends
with Implications for National Security. 32
The Harvard study was the product of a series
of international climate change workshops
among many top climate scientists,
sponsored by the National Academy of
Sciences, Columbia University, and the
Harvard University Center for the
Environment, and funded by the Central
Intelligence Agency. Further, this study
explored likely ten-year scenarios, and asked
whether climate extremes seen up to then –
including droughts, floods, severe storms,
and heat waves – would persist, and if they
were a result of natural variability or
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greenhouse warming, and what the plausible
impacts on US national security interests
might be. The study concluded “that the early
ramifications of climate extremes resulting
from climate change are already upon us and
will likely continue to be felt over the next
decade – affecting human security and
impacting US national security interests.”
More specifically, regarding the United
States, security implications included:
… more record high temperatures; fewer
but stronger tropical cyclones; wider areas
of drought and increases in precipitation;
increased climate variability; Arctic
warming and attendant impacts; and
continued sea level rise as greenhouse
warming continues and even accelerates.
These changes will affect water and food
availability, energy decisions, the design of
critical infrastructure, use of the global
commons such as the oceans and the Arctic
region, and critical ecosystem resources.
They will affect both underdeveloped and
industrialized countries with large costs in
terms of economic and human security.
The study identifies specific regional
climate impacts—droughts and
desertification in Mexico, Southwest Asia,
and the Eastern Mediterranean, and
increased flooding in South Asia—that are
of particular strategic importance to the
United States. 33

Study author Michael McElroy added:
“Lessons from the past are no longer of great
value as a guide to the future… unexpected
changes in regional weather are likely to
define the new climate normal, and we are
not prepared.” 34
A second key study was produced by the
National Academies of Sciences (NAS) and
National Research Council entitled Climate
and Social Stress: Implications for Security
Analysis.
Commissioned by the US
intelligence community, the report noted
that:
The US intelligence and security
communities have begun to examine a
variety of plausible scenarios through
which climate change might pose or alter
security risks…to identify ways to increase
the ability of the intelligence community to
take climate change into account in
assessing political and social stresses with
implications for U.S. national security.35
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The NAS report places into a national
security framework what climate change
experts have been forecasting for some time:
Specifically, climate-related events are often
closely spaced in time, and can directly lead
to cascading failures and crises in global food,
water, trade, commodities, public health,
economic, and political systems –
particularly in countries and regions that are
already fragile, poorly resilient, or stressed. 36
In 2013 the US National Climate
Assessment (NCA), overseen by the sixtyperson Federal Advisory Committee (the
National Climate Assessment and
Development Advisory Committee or
NCADAC), is a group that was established in
2010 by the Department of Commerce and
supported through the National Oceanic and
Atmospheric Administration (NOAA).
NCADAC laid out the likely implications to
the US economy and to society attributable to
climate change.
The NCADAC, with
contributions by more than 240 authors,
projected a series of likely social impacts
based on low, medium, and high greenhouse
gas (GHG) emissions scenarios. Among the
findings, NCADAC observed that climate
change is not a uniformly distributed
phenomenon and occurs faster in some
places than others. For example, some top ice
experts believe the Arctic region, where
temperatures have risen much faster than the
global average, could be almost ice-free in the
summers over the next several years – and
almost definitely so in the next twenty
years. 37
Hence, purely as a result of
persistent ice melt due to anthropogenic
warming, the Arctic is fast becoming a
national security concern. The geopolitical
implications for free navigation of naval
vessels through a soon-to-be open “Northern
passage” are rapidly creating a need for
additional Arctic and Law of the Seas-related
treaty negotiations. Among other
developments, Russia has placed military
assets in the region to leverage control over
the natural resources there (particularly
seafood, fresh water, oil and gas), but also to
stake a claim to mineral and territorial rights
in this previously forbidding region. 38
In addition, a melting Arctic promises to
have a significant impact on the average
climate and weather in the Northern
Hemisphere. As the NCA notes pointedly, the
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United States, the largest per-capita global
emitter of greenhouse gases, was going to
experience among the greatest impacts of
weather and climate disasters of any nation
in the world given the idiosyncrasies of North
American geography. Average temperatures
in the United States have risen around 1.5
degrees F. since 1895 – with over 80 percent
of that increase since 1980. 39 Hotter weather
and drought will become much more
common, and even the norm in the American
Southwest, with average US temperatures
likely to rise another 2 to 4 degrees F. over
the next few decades, and from 4 to 10
degrees F. by 2100. 40
These estimates carry staggering
implications and uncertainties which will
affect health, agriculture, energy,
transportation, water and food supply, and
countless other critical infrastructure sectors.
And, as the impact of 2012’s “Superstorm”
Sandy foreshadowed, rising sea levels will
increasingly threaten coastal cities and
communities with inundation, salt water
intrusion into water supplies and farm land,
and severe storm surge damage that radically
change a region’s economic outlook. Because
of the quirks of geography and a warmingrelated slowdown of Gulf Stream ocean
currents, the over 600 mile-long American
Atlantic coast, a stretch reaching from North
Carolina north to New York City and Boston,
is experiencing some of the largest rises in
sea levels. 41 This observation is backed by
other projections, and the US Geological
Survey (USGS) reported that although global
ocean level increased between 1950 and 2009
by an annual average of 0.02 inches, Atlantic
coast levels north of Cape Hatteras, NC
increased on average 0.08 inches a year. 42
Similarly in late 2012, the World Bank
report, Turn Down the Heat: Why a 4°C
Warmer World Must be Avoided, bleakly
noted that the most likely scenario for 2100
would be over 7 degrees Fahrenheit (4
degrees C.) global average temperature
increase. As the World Bank’s report warns in
what are now frequently repeated themes:
The 4°C scenarios are devastating: the
inundation of coastal cities; increasing risks
for food production potentially leading to
higher malnutrition rates; many dry
regions becoming dryer, wet regions
wetter; unprecedented heat waves in many
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regions, especially in the tropics;
substantially exacerbated water scarcity in
many regions; increased frequency of highintensity tropical cyclones; and irreversible
loss of biodiversity, including coral reef
systems. 43

Increasingly, government research entities,
scholars in health, science, economics, and
military security are referencing climate
change in terms of security. 44 These sources
collectively warn of growing, interactive
public health and economic damage, and the
subsequent political upheaval that will result
from growing world populations and looming
resource shortages (especially oil and gas,
food, and water). As the social, economic,
and political concerns about global
environmental change mount, it is becoming
clearer that there are profound security
concerns.

US NATIONAL SECURITY BUY-IN:
PENTAGON AND INTELLIGENCE
COMMUNITY ASSESSMENTS45
In addition to the early military’s greenhouse
gas research noted above, all of the US
national security institutions have
acknowledged the scope and implications of
climate change. Among them, the Pentagon
has acknowledged the potential impacts of
the combination of climate change and
looming energy supply shortages as
articulated in the 2010 Quadrennial Defense
Review (QDR), the US Military’s primary
planning document published every four
years. 46 For example, DoD is considering how
best to reassess strategic priorities, and spur
new efforts to find alternative energy
technologies and improved efficiency in order
to reduce military dependence on foreign oil/
energy sources. It emphasized the likelihood
for climate change to exacerbate
...poverty, environmental degradation, and
the further weakening of fragile
governments… and [t]he rising demand for
resources, rapid urbanization of littoral
regions, the effects of climate change, the
emergence of new strains of disease, and
profound cultural and demographic
tensions in several regions are just some of
the trends whose complex interplay may
spark or exacerbate future conflicts.47
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Climate change will have a significant
impact on its structure, missions, capabilities
and operations in the future. For example:
Climate change and energy are two key
issues that will play a significant role in
shaping the future security environment.
Although they produce distinct types of
challenges, climate change, energy security,
and economic stability are inextricably
linked. The actions that the Department
takes now can prepare us to respond
effectively to these challenges in the near
term and in the future. Climate change will
affect DoD in two broad ways. First, climate
change will shape the operating
environment, roles, and missions that we
undertake. The U.S. Global Change
Research Program, composed of 13 federal
agencies, reported in 2009 that climaterelated changes are already being observed
in every region of the world, including the
United States and its coastal waters. Among
these physical changes are increases in
heavy downpours, rising temperature and
sea level, rapidly retreating glaciers,
thawing permafrost, lengthening growing
seasons, lengthening ice-free seasons in the
oceans and on lakes and rivers, earlier
snowmelt, and alterations in river flows.
Second, DoD will need to adjust to the
impacts of climate change on our facilities
and military capabilities. The Department
already provides environmental
stewardship at hundreds of DoD
installations throughout the United States
and around the world, working diligently to
meet resource efficiency and sustainability
goals as set by relevant laws and executive
orders. Although the United States has
significant capacity to adapt to climate
change, it will pose challenges for civil
society and DoD alike, particularly in light
of the nation’s extensive coastal
infrastructure. In 2008, the National
Intelligence Council judged that more than
30 U.S. military installations were already
facing elevated levels of risk from rising sea
levels. 48

In a reaction to the QDR, former Senator
John Warner (R-VA), spokesperson for the
Pew Project on Energy, Security and Climate
noted:
[The] Quadrennial Defense Review, which
mirrors what leading military, intelligence,
and security experts have told us about the
impending threat of climate change and our
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energy dependence, clearly exhibits that the
Department is preparing for the worst of
threats… Climate change has the potential
to make natural disasters more frequent,
adding more missions to the already heavy
burdens of our military.49

This is a compelling challenge, especially
considering current austerity measures that
now characterize the Department of Defense
as well as other federal entities.
Affirming ties to US national security, the
US intelligence community (IC) detailed
potential implications to the intelligence
community of global warming and climate
change in its December 2012 report entitled
Global Trends 2030. In the Global Trends
report, the National Intelligence Council
(NIC) emphasizes that climate change will
create resource shortages, internal and
international migration problems, and
increased political conflict. Among projected
“megatrends,” the NIC forecasts increases in
water, food, and energy demands (40, 35, and
50 percent, respectively, by 2030) due to
global population increases and demands for
improvements in standard of living
(consumption patterns) among the growing
global middle classes – even as climate
change negatively impacts the supply of those
resources. Specifically, the Global Trends
report observed: “the decline in precipitation
will occur in the Middle East and northern
Africa as well as western Central Asia,
southern Europe, southern Africa, and the
U.S. Southwest.” 50 The report also warns
about the likelihood of “black swans” –
unforeseen, dangerous crises and tipping
points that are already emerging, and faster
than previously expected which may cause
large-scale regional destabilization. For
example, “Rapid changes in precipitation
patterns—such as monsoons in India and the
rest of Asia—could sharply disrupt that
region’s ability to feed its population” 51 by
disruptions in water access, soil quality, and
reduced capacity to produce food.
Comparatively, Africa, Asia, and the Middle
East will be most affected because of the
combination of wide-spread poverty, lack of
critical infrastructure, and a greater reliance
on agriculture, and thus experience a
resultant vulnerability to extreme weather,
including heat disasters, drought, and
catastrophic floods. 52
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Confirming the international nature of the
security concerns arising from global
environmental change, the Center for
American Progress concurs with the NIC
assessment. In particular, that south Asia
(India, Pakistan, Bangladesh, etc.) is
expected to be more severely affected by
climate change than most other areas. 53 This
expectation is based on the large regional
populations (and anticipated population
growth) characteristic of the region, a
relatively underdeveloped infrastructure,
limited federal ability to respond to and
recover from larger scale disasters, and the
unique combination of geographic
vulnerabilities, including rising sea levels,
tropical cyclones from the Bay of Bengal and
Arabian Sea, shrinking of critical river system
water supplies that will come with receding
Himalayan glacier water or disruption of
seasonal monsoons, and catastrophic river
and coastal flooding. 54 And as any student of
geopolitics is aware, this region is already
subject to radicalization and significant
security tensions particularly between
nuclear-armed enemies Pakistan and India.
But water resource conflicts are also already
starting to emerge between India,
Bangladesh, and China to the north, over the
Brahmaputra River, the headwaters of which
are in the Himalayan Tibetan Plateau. The
Brahmaputra flows through all three
countries – which include the two most
populous nations in the world – and all are
under tremendous resource pressures to keep
up with population growth and rising
standards of living. 55 There are demands for
increasingly scarce water supplies as well as
hydroelectric power generation, and Chinese
plans to divert upstream river flows for both
are enflaming diplomatic relations. 56
Below are other recent reports and studies
that reinforce the place of both the
environment and climate as security and
stability issues. Further, we observe that
public health, strategic planning, intelligence,
and military leaders are increasingly in
general agreement with climate scientists and
other environmental leaders: 57
• Britain’s Ministry of Defense noted in
a report “climate change will amplify
existing social, political and resource
stresses which can lead to the tipping
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point at which conflict ignites.” 58 In
addition, the United Kingdom’s
Foreign Secretary, William Hague,
was quoted saying that climate
disruption is “perhaps the 21st
century's biggest foreign policy
challenge.” 59

•

The Washington DC-based
International Institute for Strategic
Studies (IISS) asserts, “Climate
change will increase the risks of
resource shortages, mass migration,
and civil conflict. These could lead to
failed states, which threaten global
stability and security.” IISS
highlighted the need for “sustained
investment in infrastructure and new
technologies,” and within such efforts
“a shift to renewable energy sources
will be the most visible effect of efforts
to mitigate emissions.” They
conclude:

Although discussion is good, we can no
longer delay implementing tough action
that will make a difference, while quibbling
over minor uncertainties in climate
modeling. Unlike most recent natural
disasters, this one is entirely predictable.
Doctors, often seen as authoritative,
trusted, and independent by their
communities, must make their voices heard
in calling for such action.60

The evidence for human-caused warming
and the already changing climate is
overwhelming, even as precise details about
what exactly will happen remain uncertain.
This is true in part because the scope and
speed of changes to the environment are
mostly historically unprecedented (in either
geological or human history). Scientists do
not know precisely what may occur under
various scenarios of stabilized carbon
emissions vs. unchecked (and increasing)
increases, which will need to incorporate
cascading greenhouse gas emission feedback
loops (as from melting tundra methane, lost
Arctic ice, etc.), temperature increases, sea
level rise, and other details. But they do know
that their worst case fears are coming true,
and they are getting better at modeling such
predictions as historical and recent data
streams in, validating the models.
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From a policy perspective, environmental
security is vexing. From a decision science
perspective, ES is a wicked problem. 61 That
is, ES issues are interdisciplinary in nature,
value-laden, exhibit complex
interdependencies, are international in scope,
and are dynamic and complex to solve.
However, what is more clear is that in
addition to human misery and suffering,
economic disruption and cost, there have
already been repercussions from climate
change affecting political stability and the
potential for political conflict. This is why it is
essential to define ES in such a way as to
facilitate its integration into national/
homeland security strategic planning. In the
next section, we address why and how
environmental issues should be a key
component of homeland security – and
security at all levels.

Law & Policy
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THE SCOPE, DEFINITION, AND
STRATEGIC CONTEXT OF
ENVIRONMENTAL SECURITY (ES)
Many authors have written about the
meaning, components of, or the varied
definitions of homeland security. 62 Extracted
from the literature as a whole and bearing in
mind they are not the only elements within
HS, sub-dimensions of the larger homeland
security enterprise are displayed in Table 1.
Note that the larger construct of homeland
security is effectively a composite of many
complex dimensions.
In this sense,
homeland security can be considered a
“meta-construct” or a complex, value-laden,
dynamic construct that is in fact a composite
of many other complex, value-laden, dynamic
disciplines in much the same way as modern
medicine, and the even broader public health
system, are organized as complex composites
of many sub disciplines and systems. It is
inside of this context that we will define
environmental security.

Terrorism and Political Violence

Emergency Management

Environmental Security

Risk Analysis

Intelligence Studies

Critical Infrastructure Protection

Strategic Planning

Physical Security

Public Administration

Public Health

Communications

Organizational & Leadership Theory

Systems Engineering

Politics & International Relations

Economic Analysis

Science & Technology

Public Opinion & Social Psychology

Table 1. Suspected Dimensions (intellectual domains) of Homeland Security
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The complete scope of the ES dimension
of homeland security is hard to precisely
define for primarily two reasons. First, the
security consequences arising from the
complex feedback loops of human influence
on the natural environment are complex and
change over time. Second, the social impacts
arising from the characteristics, resource
scarcities, and other aspects of the natural
and made environments are not always clear.
As we’ve seen above, the principles, causes
and implications of global climate change are
becoming increasingly important to a modern
conceptualization of US and global security,
challenging traditional definitions of
domestic (homeland) security, national
(military) security, and the broader but
related notions of human, economic, and
health security. In a general way, the totality
of all these security concepts is integral to the
overall scope of environmental security.
Following Hurricane Katrina and the
resultant rise in gas prices, shortage of
building materials, and the clear need in large
disasters for federal assistance, Americans
began to realize that natural disasters could
be so traumatic, so expensive, and so
disruptive that they could actually be
considered threats to local, if not regional,
stability and security. 63 In order to develop
and justify in more detail the concept of
environmental security as a critical subdimension of homeland and national security
writ large, we will first discuss how ES might
fit into various conceptions of “security” in a
broader sense.

BROADER CONCEPTIONS OF SECURITY 64
Just as homeland security is a contested
concept, 65 so is the more general term
“security.” In addition, both terms tend to be
dynamic (fundamentally can change its
meaning over time and in different contexts),
complex (indicating there are several types
and levels of security), and value-laden
(meaning different things to different
people). For example, security can be
addressed in a wide spectrum of levels of
analysis (ranging from individual to global
security, to private security, to military
security) and developed in a variety of policy
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environments. In order to properly frame the
importance of global climate and public
health in a security paradigm, there are
several pertinent frameworks of conceiving
security that would help to contextualize ES.
These include the concepts of human security
(that of the individual, but in reference to no
particular nation state), transnational
security (beyond nation-states only),
international security (involving multiple
sovereign nation states), national security
(traditionally involving the defense of a given
nation), and homeland security (commonly
conceptualized as relating to domestic
issues).
Human security is an emerging paradigm
for understanding global vulnerabilities.
Proponents challenge the traditional notion
of national security by arguing that the
proper referent for security should be the
individual rather than the state. 66 Human
security holds that a people-centered view of
security is necessary for national, regional,
and global stability.
At the broadest, most complex end of the
spectrum is global security, or transnational
security, which includes the issues and
challenges of all people, including
governments and nation-states, but also nongovernmental actors (individuals, groups,
and organizations) within and transcending
national borders. 67 Transnational security
includes the highly complex, trans-border
issues of global climate change and other
environmental issues (e.g., global ozone
depletion, fisheries loss, acid rain, etc.), as
well as globalized economic integration
(exemplified by the World Trade
Organization, the European Union, etc.),
global terrorism, organized crime, and a host
of other similar issues.
International security as conceived by
scholars and policy analysts has evolved since
the end of the Cold War conflict between the
Soviet and American superpowers, and the
rise of globalized economic and political
cooperation and integration to include many
more issues and actors. 68 In the twenty-first
century, traditional security notions now
seem to include an expanded list of
constituencies and actors including the
military as well as political, economic, and
even social actors. Such a development has
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fundamentally changed the strategic thinking
behind international security.
A related term, national security, 69 refers
to the security of nation-states, or countries,
as they are commonly known. In the United
States during the Cold War, for instance,
traditional national security definitions were
oriented and aligned with military operations
and objectives. However, over the ensuing
twenty years, the concept widened over the
breadth of issues that might be included
within security definitions. 70 At a policy level,
US national security is funded by both House
and Senate financial appropriations and
historically relates to a military defense of
national interests from traditionally military
entities implemented and determined
primarily at the level of the executive branch
of government.
Environmental Security (ES) challenges
certain traditional notions of national
security and homeland security because of
the complex nature of the issues it
incorporates as described above. By necessity
ES must include many non-traditional
security stakeholders, even at the national
level alone – including US agencies such as
the Environment Protection Agency (EPA),
the National Aeronautics and Space
Administration (NASA), the Department of
Agriculture, the National Oceanic and
Atmospheric Administration, the Department
of Energy, and the Public Health Service, as
well as many independent and government
scientists doing research on climate changerelated issues, technologies, etc. 71 For
example, some states, such as California,
have independently enacted climate security
related legislation to reduce greenhouse gas
(GHG) emissions through regulation and tax
incentives. 72
To define ES requires an appreciation of
the intersection of human security and
human activity and wellbeing as they interact
with the global environment, including the
causes and effects of environmental
degradation. Hence, ES would integrate
climate science, critical infrastructure
protection, emergency management, public
health and the resulting impact on the
political economies, governments, and
societies around the world. In her
dissertation research, Elizabeth Chalecki
suggests ES is “the ability of a nation or a
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society to withstand environmental asset
scarcity, environmental risks or adverse
changes, or environment-related tensions or
conflicts.” 73 Though somewhat dated now,
the Millennium Project surveyed many of the
competing global versions of ES in a late
1990s, 74 looking at various ways the term was
used by experts, national governments, and
international organizations.

A WORKING DEFINITION OF
ENVIRONMENTAL SECURITY
There is no gold standard definition of ES,
just as there is none for HS, but we believe
good social scientific analysis of such a
contested concept, as a sub-category of other
theoretical constructs, should offer a working
definition – rather than assume a term’s
meaning is well-known or well-established.
We would offer the following definition of ES,
from an academic or practice analytical
perspective: Environmental security is a
process for understanding how extreme
environmental or climatic events, acting
locally or trans-nationally, can destabilize
countries or regions of the world, resulting
in geopolitical instability, resource conflicts,
and subsequently enhanced risk to critical
infrastructure, or a combination of these.
Considering this definition, environmental
security is, in many regards, the ultimate
transnational security problem since it
addresses security challenges that are the
result of a complex mixture of physical,
economic and political eco-systems issues, as
well as the dynamic and often unpredictable
interplay between natural and human
systems. As a result, ES is often not just a
localized domestic security problem for one
nation. Rather, ES more often involves
complex global security policy issues,
requiring the participation of several
governments, industrial organizations and
non-governmental organizations, as well as
many other global, regional and local groups.

INCORPORATING ENVIRONMENTAL
SECURITY INTO THE STRATEGIC
CONTEXT OF HOMELAND SECURITY
How might ES fit in within a larger strategic
context of national or homeland security?
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Broadly, as defined above, environmental
security concerns the domestic security of
civilians within the United States or any other
country, and this includes at a minimum
emergency management activities that the
Federal Emergency Management Agency
(FEMA), a part of the Department of
Homeland Security, might perform in the
United States. Thus, in addition to political
violence/terrorism, ES includes threats to the
US economy from large-scale environmental
accidents (such as the BP Deepwater Horizon
Gulf oil spill); geological events (i.e.,
tsunamis, earthquakes) 75 and climatic or
weather extremes (such as Hurricane
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Katrina, and even the 2011-12 US Western
states’ drought, aptly illustrated); strategic
resource shortages (food, water, energy, etc.);
and/or deficits to critical infrastructure (CI)
– the mechanisms by which societies operate.
In this sense, ES straddles the realms of
transnational/trans-border, traditional
international, national, as well as human
security problem sets. And because it
addresses both the risks of natural disasters
and even of precursors to political disruption
that can lead to terrorism, environmental
security should be considered a key element
of “homeland” security as well.

Figure 1. General Structure of the Environmental Security Construct, Drivers & Consequences

ENVIRONMENTAL SECURITY IN BOTH
MDCS AND LDCS
While not intended to be exhaustive, Figure 1
represents the general structure of the ES
construct along with many of its proposed
dimensions, drivers, consequences, feedback
loops and inherent relationships integral to
the ES construct and pertinent to strategic
security planning. It is important to recall the
proposed definition of ES when considering

Figure 1 in that ES is suspected of acting
differentially across More Developed
Countries (MDCs) such as the U.S. versus
Less Developed Countries (LDCs) such as
Mali. As such, it is worthy to note that even
the wealthiest nations of the world, the
United States, Scandinavia, Germany,
Switzerland, Japan, etc., are vulnerable to
major environmental disasters stemming
from extreme weather events. Given the
interdependencies of energy, water, and food
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security, and the economic impacts from
large-scale natural disasters, global climate
change in particular imparts an important
range of security and policy challenges. Such
impacts present challenges for the broader
civilian domestic security construct (aka
“homeland security”), as well as for
practitioners and academic theorists alike.
Extreme weather events or the
consequences of climate change result in
direct threats to any population’s wellbeing,
jeopardizing the health and physical security
of that population. In this sense,
environmental threats act as instability
multipliers in all nations, but especially in
fragile nations or regions characterized by
pervasive conflict. As a result, climate-related
crises exacerbate existing societal challenges
such as political instability, poverty, health,
and migration, ultimately acting as catalyst
for political unrest and reduced government
legitimacy in the eyes of a nation’s populace.
Therefore avoiding or offsetting catastrophic
environmental changes could result in less
economic destabilization, less poverty and
less disruptive migration, fewer refugees, and
subsequently less regional destabilization.
For example, one recent potential
environmental security hypothesis involves
the “Arab Spring.” It is probable that
environmental variables played a significant
role in at least some of the triggering events
of the now-famous series of political
upheavals in the Middle East. It is widely
believed, for instance, that sharp spikes in
food prices contributed to the “Arab Spring”
uprising in the Middle East in 2010-2011, in
part. The first manifestation of political
turmoil occurred in Tunisia, and began with
food protests due to rising food prices.
Eventually this led to the fall of the Mubarak
government in Egypt. 76 The presumed
linkage between climate-linked drought and
subsequent crop failures in Russia in 2010
led to global food price increases – and
political instability and food protests in
poorer countries such as Egypt. This
instability then undermined that
government’s political legitimacy, and
arguably sparked the protests that resulted in
Hosni Mubarak’s downfall. Indeed, the
continuing drought-related crop failures in
the United States in 2012 and those projected
by the continuing 2013 drought had already
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driven up global food prices as of this
writing. 77 This may present another real-life
case to further test the ES hypothesis
regarding food-related political instability
that might influence HS.

CONCLUSIONS
Ultimately, environmental security teaches us
that just as homeland security doesn’t end at
the border; neither does national security
start at the border. However, changes in
traditional modes of thought and culture are
never easy to accomplish as John Maynard
Keynes reminds us:
The idea of the future being different from
the present is so repugnant to our
conventional modes of thought and
behavior that we, most of us, offer a great
resistance to acting on it in practice.78

However, as documented above, there is
mounting evidence that the principles and
lessons ES offers are much more acceptable
now to traditional national security analysts
and institutions than has ever been the case.
As the National Intelligence Council recently
observed:
We are at a critical juncture in human
history, which could lead to widely
contrasting futures. It is our contention
that the future is not set in stone, but is
malleable, the result of an interplay among
megatrends, game-changers and, above all,
human agency. Our effort is to encourage
decision-makers—whether in government
or outside—to think and plan for the long
term so that negative futures do not occur
and positive ones have a better chance of
unfolding. 79

Further, the October 2012 Harvard report
on climate extremes outlines the US domestic
“homeland” and national security interests in
combatting climate change – both from
prevention and adaptation and response
dimensions. The report warns that the risks
associated with extreme weather necessitate
sustained and supplemented critical
infrastructure, and a national strategy to
improve scientific and technical situational
awareness – particularly in the ability to
track key variables (greenhouse gases;
atmospheric, land and ocean temperatures;
Arctic, Greenland, permafrost, and Antarctic
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ice melt; species decline and extinction;
ocean acidification and coral reefs; and
decline and collapse of entire ecosystems;
etc.) and events that might enable better
advanced warning about international
security threats arising from changing
climate. “Our critical observational
infrastructure is at risk from declining
funding… Without that knowledge, the needs
of civil society and national security for
mitigation and adaptation will go unmet.” 80
Environmental security has become a
component of homeland security and overall
national security interests for all nations,
developed and not, if for no other reason than
environmental and vital resource access
issues can be tied directly to emergence of
broader political disruption, violence and
ultimately even terrorism, as well as rapidly
growing threats to critical infrastructure
protection. In this way, ES challenges
traditional notions of national security
because military prowess may not be the best
instrument of national power to address –
and particularly to prevent – the complex
global environmental and resource threats ES
poses. Further, ES broadens and enriches an
emergent (though currently unresolved)
definition and mission portfolio for
homeland security, in the face of domestic
challenges that require new models of
comparative risk analysis, budgeting,
interdisciplinary policy, and interagency
collaboration.
Clearly the attention and focus on the
policy consequences of global warming, and
the scientific consensus on the basic fact of
anthropogenic climate changes, goes well
beyond the academic science communities. A
systematic, rigorous study of environmental
security in the context of homeland security
will require embracing a diverse collection of
disciplines and practitioners to address the
unique, important (and complex) resource
scarcity and climate change problem sets.
While some of this progress will be made
quickly, other aspects will take more time.
Regardless, resilient, sustainable solutions
are needed now.
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